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From The Golden Courtesan
Abstract
This is an excerpt from the sixth chapter of Shady Cosgrove's The Golden Courtesan. Set in the 1830s, the
novel responds to Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre in a Rhysian tradition by exploring the life of Edward
Rochester's mistress, Celine Varens. Celine was an opera dancer/courtesan and mother to Adele Varens
(the child who inspired Jane's arrival at Thornfield). In this excerpt, Celine and Rochester have been
engaged in a turbulent affair and Demi, a rival dancer, has just told Celine of Rochester's wife, Bertha/
Antoinette. Celine is also pregnant with Rochester's child.
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The §ofden Courtesan
by SHADY COSGROVE

This is an excerpt from the sixth chapter of Shady Cosgrove's The Golden Courtesan. Set in the 1830s, the novel
responds to Charlotte Bronte's jane E)Te in a Rhvsian tradition by exploring the life of Edward Rochester's mistress,
CtO:line Varens. Celine was an opera dancer/courtesan and mother to Adele Varens (the child who inspired Jane's arrival
at Thornfield). In this excerpt, Celine and Rochester have been engaged in a turbulent affair and Demi, a rival dancer,
has just told Celine of Rochester's wife, Bertha/ Antoinette. Celine is also pregnant with Rochester's child.

saw Demi to the door. We stood, appraising each other; her eyes were the colour of the walnut shells
I remembered cracking as a child. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but thought better
' ] of it, and turned abruptly, walking down the front steps of my hotel. Her pale hands reached for her
hair and then her skirt, smoothing them into place. She retreated with quick steps that didn't convey the strange victory she had just achieved. I watched until she rounded the corner.
Upon closing the front door, I retired to my dressing room. Combing my hair with a silver-handled brush,
I tried to relax into the repetition of the strokes, but was too distracted. My reflection looked pale; my
cheeks needed rouge. I looked through my vanity drawers for the right shade and then applied too much.
Cursing and wiping my face, l practised smiling in the hope it would detract from the hollows beneath my
eyes. With a final glance at the mirror, I went to the coat closet and readied myself with a heavy woollen
jacket.
lt was a windy day. The trees swayed and tilted with the gusts as if they were little more than twigs. The
road was littered with garbage; I held my fingers against my nose to block the stench. It was only three in
the afternoon, but the sky was dark with clouds as if the evening had paid an early visit without apology for
its inconvenient arrivaL I started towards Rochester's hotel.
I saw him first. He was walking in my direction with his back hunched as if it were raining and he wanted to keep dry. His hat was tilted and one shoulder rested slightly higher than the other. He wore a black
cloak with a gold chain linking it together at the neck. I stopped in front of a doorway and appreciated
Rochester's determined pace. Despite the fact he was walking towards me, it seemed each step he took
increased the distance between us as if we were part of an optical illusion.
I watched a beggar woman near him. Her back was arched into a hump below her neck and she wore a
red kerchief around her neck. I chastised her in my head for approaching him; he wasn't kind to beggars.
She stepped forward into his path. To my surprise, he paused and met her eye. Without hesitation, he
reached into his pocket and gave her a few coins. She bowed to him and moved away.
He came closer. His face was tired, but his eyes were awake, alive. He still hadn't seen me. I counted his
steps. One. Two. Three. Four. On four he looked up, into my eyes, and his face turned into a smile that
matched the intensity of his eyes.
"Celine Varens! What a surprise. I was just coming to see you."
"And I you."
"Shall we stop and have a drink? I am feeling celebratory. Everything has been signed. The West Indies
estate is another man's domain and I am a wealthy man."
I suddenly felt sick. Bile surged upwards from my stomach. My jaw shuddered with the unwelcome sour
taste of my revisiting lunch. l swallowed quickly, but Rochester noticed the expression on my face.
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